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On March 23, President Cesar Gaviria issued a decree which authorizes dialogue with rebel groups
that demonstrate willingness to demobilize. The decree raised hope that, after nearly a year of
stagnation, Colombia's fledgling peace negotiations could be reopened. The decree came on the
heels of a unilateral offer to demobilize by the dissident Socialist Renovation (RS) faction of the
National Liberation Army (Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional, ELN). Negotiations between Colombia's
Simon Bolivar Guerrilla Coordinator (Coordinadora Guerrillera Simon Bolivar, CGSB) and the
government broke down in May of last year, when the two sides failed to reach agreement on
an agenda for the talks, or on a timetable for a ceasefire. The CGSB is comprised of the ELN, the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, FARC),
and a dissident faction of the Popular Liberation Army (Ejercito Popular de Liberacion, EPL).
The government's new decision to accept the ELN-RS faction's offer to negotiate is particularly
significant, because the group had made two similar offers in 1992 without any result. Gaviria's
late-March presidential decree stated that dialogue with rebel organizations may be carried out by
public officials or independent civilians, as opposed to solely government designated negotiators.
This measure reverses the government's previous prohibition on any contact or negotiations
with rebels outside of official government channels. The decree specifies, however, that any such
dialogue must be carried out with prior authorization of the government, and in accordance with
instructions from the government. Among the other measures contained in the decree are: *
Authorization for members of "peace commissions" to establish rebel enclaves within Colombian
territory where rebel troops would concentrate to verify their compliance with demobilization. *
Repeal of an order which prohibited the publication of rebel communiques or interviews by the
media. * Suspension of outstanding arrest warrants for rebel leaders who have expressed an interest
to return to civilian life. The suspension applies only for "political crimes," however, which excludes
abductions and other illegal acts, which are considered "common crimes" under the recently passed
anti-kidnapping law. Notwithstanding the ELN-RS's position, initial reactions by the CGSB to
the government's initiative were negative. On April 1, CGSB leader Andres Paris told reporters
in Mexico City that he questioned the government's sincerity in resuming the peace process.
In response, President Gaviria emphasized that his government's demonstrated willingness to
negotiate with rebel groups such as the ELN-RS reflects a clear commitment to peace. He added that
negotiations could begin with any group which lays down its arms. Nevertheless, a series of CGSB
attacks on April 9 against an oil pipeline belonging to state-owned Ecopetrol further dampened
the prospects for renewing peace talks. The attacks were carried out near the oil refining center of
Barrancabermeja. In fact, renewal of dialogue seemed even more eroded by the April 10 kidnapping
of Jaime Ardila Casamitjana, owner and director of Bogota daily newspaper El Espacio. Ardila was
abducted from a restaurant in the city of Valledupar, capital of Cesar department. Although no
group has yet claimed responsibility, police blame the ELN for the kidnapping. (Sources: Chinese
news service Xinhua, 03/30/93; Reuter, 04/03/93; Notimex, 04/10/93; Spanish news service EFE,
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03/23/93, 03/24/93, 04/01/93, 04/03/93, 04/10/93, 04/11/93; Agence France-Presse, 03/23/93, 03/27/93,
04/10/93, 04/11/93)
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